Attitude Adjustments
Positive Ways to Deal with a Negative Perspective

Uh-oh, you think as you hear Jim slam the door to his office. We’re in for another challenging day. Wonder what set him off this time? And, how long the rest of us are going to have to suffer?
We all know what it is like to be around someone with a negative attitude. And, none of us like it! When I ask seminar participants what type of person they least like, negative is always at the top of the list of people we do NOT want to be around. When I ask why they do not like to be around negative people the responses include: they make me feel drained, depleted, dejected, depressed, and awful. Emotions are energy in motion. And, as a scientific principle, energy flows from greater to lesser. People with a negative attitude really do drain our energy, enthusiasm and liveliness and often make us feel depressed along with them. They definitely affect our morale and thus productivity at work.  

So, how do we make the best of things when we work with a person who is always in a bad mood? First of all, ask yourself: “Is this person always negative?” “Or, is she just having a bad day?” Mood is like wall paper. It is in the background, yet always present. It is a long term situation. The persistently downbeat person is one with a consistently negative mood. Most people when expressing negative emotions tend to be short term, brief experiences. All of us experience negative emotions from time to time. Like a shower on a Spring day. Each of these types of people requires different adaptation tactics. The critical, judgmental, pessimistic, angry person is often looking for attention or an audience. Just like a child, if an adult cannot gain attention in positive ways, he will do whatever it takes to be noticed. The more you react to his negativity, the more he is encouraged to continue. The best response is to remove yourself from his presence. When that is not possible, do not be drawn into his negative energy. Acknowledge that it must be difficult to see only the negative aspects of life, but do NOT mesh with his feelings. Validate him where he is and move forward with what you need to do. Keep martial arts principles in mind – resistance causes tension and causes the opponents to stay stuck. If you ignore the intimidator he has no one to argue with and he will move on to a more willing sparring partner.
Often, consistently negative people are using these down beat emotions to cover their hurt or pain. If you want to help, ask questions such as: “What is it like for you to have everything go wrong?” What does it feel like to be so angry?” Focus on him where he is. Make the statement be about him, not the external things that may have triggered the mood. Do not talk about other persons, yourself or the world. It is the hurting individual that wants to be acknowledged and heard. If you are having trouble being kind to a steadfastly negative person, consider how you would treat a person who was physically hurt. This person is aching emotionally, and expressing it through anger and negative energy. Try to be as caring to him as you would a person who is physically hurt.
Another tactic is to ask the person with the negative attitude “What do you really want?” Often he does not know what he truly wants, which is part of the problem. Negative people can usually only tell you what is wrong or what they do not like. Yet, this is a start as you can help him eliminate enough things to get to the pony in the midst of the manure pile. The challenge is to help the cynical person to change their thinking which can change the outcomes they experience. We find what we are looking for. The pony. Or, the manure! 

As managers, we need to help the “rotten apple” learn to see things differently before she does spoil the whole basket. Negative attitudes are indeed contagious. In these days of budget cuts, minimal raises and personnel shortages, we cannot allow one negative person to cause high performing employees to leave because they do not want to work in a negative environment. Being pessimistic, or gloomy becomes a habit. Often, these people do not realize or believe they are negative. A CEO I was hired to coach a few years ago did not see himself as critical or cynical. He told me he was a realist and most of the rest of us were Pollyannas. It took me many times of helping him see himself as others did and accept that he was always blaming someone else for his bad moods. And, several more months of self-observation to believe he really did have a negative attitude that was affecting the morale and productivity of his whole organization. 
In order to shift, the person needs to know how she is right now. Encourage self-observation, i.e. “dividing herself into two persons – the observer and the observed. Self-observations are the catalysts for self-change. Start with externals – actions, behavior and results. Ask them to notice what they did. And, how it affected the other person(s).Suggest using a notebook to capture the data: What did you say? Where were you? What time of day was it? What was the posture of the other person(s)? Notice the point at which the other person stopped listening to you. Notice your body. What was it doing? Etc. Look for patterns. Once they have mastered observing and recording the externals, they can move to the inner landscape – thoughts and feelings. What were you thinking just before you said what you did? How did you feel inside after the other person responded to you? Where in your body did you feel the other person’s response? Until the negative person can access her feelings, she will not change her actions. Helping a person see things differently allows them to choose to act differently.
The next step is to get the negative person to develop new positive behaviors. Define for him what acceptable behavior is. And, what are the consequences to adopting positive habits. Or, not adopting them. How do we get good at any new skill? By doing it! My grandmother taught me a great habit when I was young. Anytime I said anything negative or derogatory about anyone, including myself, she made me say two positive things. Remember, we find what we are looking for. Coaching the negative person to practice positive habits can be challenging, yet it can salvage a good tech and change the mood of your entire department. 

Another factor to consider is Seasonal Affective Disorder (SAD). This can particularly affect those that work 10 or 12 hour shifts. During almost half of the year, those who work 7AM to 5 or 7PM get up, arrive and leave work in the dark. If you notice negative moods developing in the Fall and disappearing in the Spring, bring more bright lights into the environment. And, encourage your employees to take a short walk outdoors during lunch and or break times. This may cure not only the negative attitudes, but the lethargy that often accompanies winter darkness. 
Living with the person who occasionally expresses negative emotions is much easier. For this type of person, their attitude is temporary rather than a habit. Sometimes they just need to vent their frustration or disappointment. Be a willing and sympathetic listener. If possible, and practical, help them to see the humor or lesson in the situation.  As a friend of mine reminds me: “There is no humor in a good hair day!” 

Any time you hear a person start her rationalization with “Because…” they are telling you their perspective of an experience. In coaching, we call this an assessment because it cannot be proven. It is the person’s belief, judgment, opinion, perspective, etc. It cannot be shown to be factual (i.e. it is raining outside.) If we can help this person see that it is indeed their “story” because it cannot be confirmed, they can more readily let go of their attachment to it. And their mood can brighten more quickly. 
A technique I find useful when I am having a bad day is to go to my attitude adjustment drawer. I keep an inspirational book, a comic book, pictures of my favorite vacation spots, my family and notes and cards from friends and colleagues. Each of these can quickly move my mood from negative to positive. Another quick mood adjusting practice is to think of three things for which I am grateful. It is difficult to remain negative while in a state of appreciation. When I cannot shake my negativity by myself, I will call a friend and either tell them why I appreciate her, or ask him to tell me a joke so I laugh. Another mood enhancer is physical exercise. This releases endorphins into the blood stream which biochemically improve our mood. Others are to listen to upbeat music or that which brings fond memories to us, to sing and/or dance (you might want to close your office door first!) I have a musical card a friend sent to me. The song is “I’ve Got a New Attitude.” I open it each morning when I come into my office and sing along with it. That ensures I start each work day in a great mood(. We also can recall why we chose to work in health care. Remembering my desire to help others and cure disease refocuses my attitude very quickly.
How important is attitude to our success? According to Dr. Martin Seligman, the father of the field of positive psychology, in his study on why people succeed and thrive, the #1 factor is attitude. Attitude is the foundation of everything we do or do not do, accomplish or do not achieve. The good news is: your attitude is determined by you! You decide whether you will be positive or negative. Your choice will determine whether people want to work with you. Or, prefer to be as far away from you as possible. 
 “Your living is determined not so much 
By what life brings to you

As by the attitude you bring to life;

Not so much by what happens to you

As by the way your mind looks

at what happens.”
---John Homer Miller 

Ten Killer Phrases

1. I can’t do that.


2. The problem with that idea is...


3. I tried that once and it didn’t work.

4. I need to study it more.


5. I don't do it like that.


6. That will never work for me.


7. I’ve never done it that way before.


8. That’s not a bad idea, but...


9. I’ve always done it that way.


10. Has anyone else ever tried it?

Points to Live By………

Use positive, encouraging, and affirmative self-talk.

Visualize yourself as a special and unique person.

Be willing to take risks.  Face your fears.

Say no when you want to.

Be honest, open, direct, sensitive and appropriate in all communications.

Take good care of yourself.  Your time is important.  Use it to meet your goals.

Take time for yourself.  Lighten up.  Do something to nurture you every day.

Get some vigorous exercise at least three times each week.

Dress and look your best at all times.

Set your own internal standards, rather than comparing yourself to others.

Keep a self-development plan ongoing at all times.  WRITE IT DOWN.

Focus on positive accomplishments at the end of each day.

Forgive yourself and others for imperfections.
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